$8                           THE DESERT OF LOVE

that while the doctor, intent on his microscope, was blissfully
unaware of his own wretchedness and of the world outside the
walls of his laboratory, a prisoner pent within the confines of his
observations, Maria Cross, lying on a sofa behind closed shutters,
could think of nothing but the moment when she would see
Raymond again, of that brief flame which alone brought
warmth and brightness into the dreary sequence of her days.
But how disappointing the moment was when it came! Almost
at once they had had to give up their plan of travelling together
as far as Talence church. Maria Cross went on ahead and met
him in the Park, not far from the school buildings. He was less
forthcoming now than he had been on the occasion of their first
exchanges, and his attitude of shy mistrust did much to convince
her that he really was only a callow boy, though an occasional
snigger, a sudden furtive glance, should have put her on her
guard. But she clung to her darling theory of his angelic purity.
With infinite precautions, as though she were dealing with an
untamed and still unsullied bird, she, as it were, crept closer and
closer, walking on tip-toe and holding her breatiu Everything
about him conspired to strengthen the outlines of that false
image of him which she had constructed: the cheeks so prone to
blush, the schoolboy slang, the still visible traces of childhood
that hung like morning mist about the strong young body. She
was terrified by what she thought she had discovered in Ray-
mond, though it had no existence in fact. The candour of his
glance set her trembling, and she felt guilty of having brought
into that frank gaze a hint of trouble and unease. Nothing
occurred to warn her that when they were together he wanted
only to run away, the better to gloat on the thought of her and
to decide what Kile he had better take. Should he hire a room?
Papillon knew an address, but it was a bit too squalid for a
woman of her type. Papillon had told him that one could get
rooms by the day at the Terminus. He'd have to find out about
that, He had already walked up and down outside the hotel
without being able to summon up courage enough to make